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Waterloo Packer: Selling Slaughter 
Emily Morgan 
 
In 1941, the Rath Packing Company of Waterloo, Iowa published a book titled 
Waterloo Packer: The Story of the Rath Packing Company to celebrate its fiftieth 
anniversary in the meatpacking industry. Modeled on Life magazine, Waterloo Packer 
coopted the photo-essay format to commercial ends. Examining archival documentation 
and looking at other American industrial publications, this article illuminates Waterloo 
Packer’s conception by executives of the Rath Company and consultants from 
advertising agency Young and Rubicam; and it contextualises Waterloo Packer as the 
most innovative of a series of ‘industrial biographies’ produced in the USA at 
midcentury. Through close reading of Waterloo Packer as phototext, this article 
demonstrates how the Rath Packing Company deployed photographic imagery to 
present a controlled and sanitised vision of industrial scale slaughter. 
 
Keywords: Torkel Korling (1903–98), Rath Packing Company, photobooks, Life 
magazine, documentary photography, meat industry and trade, slaughterhouses, animal 
welfare, Young and Rubicam, advertising and marketing 
 
In 1941, the Rath Packing Company of Waterloo, Iowa celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in the 
meatpacking business. To commemorate the milestone, the company put on a lavish, weeklong 
celebration and commissioned a book to memorialise its history and showcase its state-of-the-art 
Waterloo plant. Titled Waterloo Packer: The Story of the Rath Packing Company, the book 
 2 
included text by the Chicago-based writing team of Geoffrey Parsons and Robert Yoder, and 
images by Chicago documentary photographer Torkel Korling. Modeled on Life magazine, the 
book told the Rath Company’s story in photo-essay format, with Korling’s photographs 
functioning not just as illustrations but as a primary carrier of the narrative. Taking the reader 
from farm, to factory, to supermarket, Waterloo Packer seemed to offer an intimate look at the 
company’s operations. But the institutional book, like the rest of the fiftieth anniversary 
celebration, was actually carefully planned publicity – its contents screened with every thought 
to their potential for increasing the company’s name recognition and market share. In keeping 
with the company’s anniversary strategy of soft advertising, the book co-opted Life’s photo-
essay format to present a controlled, sanitised, and depoliticised vision of industrial scale 
slaughter. 
At the time of its fiftieth anniversary in 1941, the Rath Packing Company’s Waterloo 
plant was the largest meatpacking facility in the nation, marketing its products under the ‘Black 
Hawk’ label throughout the United States and in many other countries.1 Like all large scale 
American meatpacking companies, Rath practised on a vast scale, the interior of the 
packinghouse essentially a factory for the disassembly of live hogs, cattle, and sheep into their 
component parts.2 At Rath in 1941, the hog kill and cut lines processed an average of six 
hundred, and sometimes as many as one thousand, hogs per hour.3 Although some packinghouse 
positions demanded considerable skill, particularly those centred around slaughter and skinning, 
much of the work required relatively little training; and even the skilled workers performed just a 
few operations repeatedly, rather than the dozens of operations required of a craft butcher. 
Waterloo Packer aimed to convey the sleek, efficient modernity of the Rath facility while 
also paying homage to the company’s small-town roots (figure 1). A feeling of peaceful 
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nostalgia dominates the opening of the photobook. In the initial two-page spread, the captioned 
photograph on the left introduces readers to the notion of Iowa farms as ‘the stockroom, the 
source of supply’ for meatpacking plants, while the facing page maintains the sense of yearning 
for the past. The first animals the reader encounters are not meat animals but draught horses (and 
a loyal terrier), hitched to a planter into which a farmer pours seed corn (figure 2). In 1941 
draught horses were almost obsolete on modern farms, so although the accompanying text 
presents the Rath Company to viewers as modern and prosperous, the photograph conveys 
nostalgia. The subsequent two-page spread clarifies why the book has begun with plant rather 
than animal agriculture, because ‘Corn Makes Hogs – and Iowa Makes Both’ (figure 3).4 From 
here onwards, although the reader catches glimpses of the cattle and sheep in which Rath also 
traded, hogs and pork products constitute the primary focus. 
The book next addresses the plant’s location in Iowa as a key asset. Ample corn makes 
for tasty, tender pork, and Iowa’s system of well paved roads permits quick transfer of animals 
from the farm to the packinghouse. Although the main text is relatively frank about the 
conversion of live animals to ‘superior meat – tender and firm at the same time’, the captions 
beside the images refer to pigs as ‘passengers’ on the journey from farm to packinghouse, 
implying the animals’ willing participation in the process. In the subsequent spread, farm trucks 
pull up to the plant to unload their cargo. The animals move into Rath’s enclosed ‘hog hotel’, 
where they experience comfort and protection from the weather while they await slaughter 
(figure 4). 
After a brief lesson on Rath’s history and biographies of some of its principal figures, 
Waterloo Packer takes readers into the meatpacking plant itself. Here the viewer/reader again 
encounters hogs, now slaughtered and at the beginning of the process of disassembly, of 
 4 
becoming meat (figure 5). In the leftmost image, a worker strips from one carcass a shiny, black 
substance – a kind of tar into which the carcasses are dipped after slaughter and which, when 
peeled away, takes most of the hog’s hair with it, thus minimising the amount of shaving and 
scraping necessary to clean the hog’s skin. The caption under another image in the spread states 
that ‘slaughtered hogs are the liveliest’, moving on the overhead rails at a speed of roughly 
twenty feet a minute and permitting the slaughter and handling of six hundred hogs per hour. 
Other images in the spread depict the disassembly and chilling processes from various angles.  
The spread overall shows how the speedy conversion of hogs into meat relies on both skilled 
labour and heavy mechanisation. 
The subsequent spread introduces readers to the disassembly line, in which a succession 
of three hundred and fifty workers ‘outnumber’ the hog, reducing it to cuts of meat and 
byproducts (figure 6). The book then follows for a few pages one particular cut – the belly – as it 
is first smoked into bacon by male workers and then sliced, weighed, counted, and packaged by 
female workers (figure 7). Bacon and ham serve as the public face of meatpacking, 
demonstrating how the industry traffics in deliciousness achieved through ancient means gone 
high tech. Subsequent spreads show some of the other ‘900 specialties’ made in the factory. The 
book’s final spread focuses on distribution of the company’s products, from boxes on conveyors, 
to loading onto trucks, and presentation to the consumer (figure 8). 
 The period during which Waterloo Packer was published witnessed the well-studied rise 
of documentary photography, the photo-essay, and the phototext.5 In the interwar period, 
photography’s profile and cultural presence rose precipitously in the USA. Americans moved 
from experiencing just a handful of photographs per week to encountering dozens and then 
hundreds of photographic images weekly by the Second World War. From the start, the mode of 
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circulation was a key consideration. Such documentary photographs were made to be seen by the 
largest possible audience, in order to convey information to as many people as possible in as 
many possible ways. Comprehending photographic production in this period means coming to 
terms with what Thierry Gervais has called the medium’s ‘ubiquity and mobility’.6 
Waterloo Packer came about amid this burgeoning visual culture and constituted one 
more contribution to it. However, while photography in the picture presses functioned as a more 
subtle form of propaganda, Waterloo Packer coopted the form of the picture presses in service of 
outright corporate promotion. The photographer Walker Evans, who famously joined the ranks 
of the Farm Security Administration photographers in order to pursue his personal vision, used 
the term ‘documentary style’ to describe his own work: it had the look of documentary 
photography, but was turned to the ends of documentary only with much effort; it appropriated 
the appearance of documentary photography for purposes of a cool, aestheticising vision of the 
world.7 In a different manner Waterloo Packer also possesses a documentary style, but where the 
soul of Evans’s work was aesthetic, Waterloo Packer’s is promotional. 
 Although little scholarship has been devoted to publications like Waterloo Packer, which 
coopted the photo-essay form to gainful ends, some studies have examined the uses of 
photography by American corporations. David Nye’s Image Worlds: Corporate Identities at 
General Electric (1985) mines the General Electric photographic archives to examine how the 
company deployed photography between 1890 and 1930 – a period when the company used the 
medium consistently but before it had developed a coherent and selfconscious strategy for 
deployment of photographs and other imagery. As Nye notes in his introduction, ‘The 
corporation’s creation and control of such [archival] materials is a metaphor for its cultural 
hegemony’.8 
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Roland Marchand’s essay ‘Life Comes to Corporate Headquarters’ addresses American 
corporations’ embrace of the phototext format that Life magazine embodied, focusing primarily 
on house produced press organs for internal circulation such as company newsletters and annual 
reports. In publications like these, Marchand finds that the use of photographs and adoption of 
innovative, picture-magazine-style layouts skyrocketed after initial publication of Life in 1936.  
Company executives adopted such strategies in part as a way of connecting with their own 
workers, and thus possibly diminishing the influence of labour unions: ‘As labor unions 
increasingly flexed their muscle, corporate leaders sought to regain what they imagined 
nostalgically as close and trusted communications with their own working force. […] Perhaps 
company publications should image their audience in the Life fashion as a broad and ostensibly 
classless amalgam, reachable through stories told with pictures’.9 In other studies, Marchand 
addresses the increasing use of photography in advertising between 1920 and 1940; and he has 
examined photography’s role as part of a broader discussion of US corporations’ overall public 
relations strategies in the early- to mid-twentieth century.10 
The Rath Company poured a tremendous amount of time and effort into the plans for its 
fiftieth anniversary celebration. To conceive and manage the overall program, Rath employed the 
prominent advertising and publicity firm Young and Rubicam. The firm immediately dispatched 
their representative Torrey Stearns to Waterloo. Employed by Young and Rubicam’s public 
relations division, the ‘Bureau of Industrial Service, Incorporated’, Stearns conceived much of 
the anniversary program.11 In March 1941, Stearns visited Waterloo and toured the main Rath 
plant, interviewed company executives and senior management staff, and compiled a report on 
his visit.12 
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Stearns and other Young and Rubicam staff proposed for the anniversary program a 
series of events and productions.13 Among other events there would be an employees’ day, a 
‘farm day’ for area farmers, and a banquet for politicians, shareholders, local businessmen, 
journalists, and other worthies. Each of these would feature the same program of entertainment: a 
variety show including actors and entertainers from Mexico and a ‘bloodless bullfight’, which 
also functioned as a means to generate popular interest and news coverage about the events.14  
Young and Rubicam also proposed a number of other measures, including that the company 
connect its ‘Black Hawk’ brand and logo to the Native American history of Iowa by inviting 
participation in the anniversary events from the nearby Meskwaki (Sac and Fox) Nation.15 The 
advertising firm also encouraged Rath to consider the compilation of an ‘institutional book’, 
which eventually resulted in the publication of Waterloo Packer.16 
The explicit purpose of all this was the soft sell. Each anniversary event was designed to 
be newsworthy, inviting coverage by local and national news outlets that would put the company 
name in the public eye in places other than the advertising sections of the paper. Young and 
Rubicam’s final publicity proposal for the anniversary celebration detailed over several pages a 
series of press releases that the advertising firm would write for Rath. Every event of the 
anniversary week would receive its own press release as well as a series of extended features.  
These would be sent to national news outlets and local outlets in every market where Rath 
products were present, especially those cities in which the firm had a branch operation.17 The 
advertising firm directed Rath to accommodate the press by setting up a press headquarters at its 
Waterloo plant during the anniversary week, where ‘reporters can come to obtain information 
and copies of stories. Typewriters should be available in this room’.18 In this manner Rath 
provided not only what Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky have called ‘the raw material of 
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news’, but also the very tools and space within which the raw material would become finished 
product for newspaper readers.19 
  Young and Rubicam’s proposal emphasised that Rath would not be buying this 
coverage: ‘News and editorial space is not for sale. […] However, newspaper and magazine 
editors are always interested in NEWS about outstanding accomplishments of business firms, 
and this plan provides them with NEWS about The Rath Packing Company’.20 The value of that, 
in turn, lay in its capacity to increase the company’s prestige, its name recognition, and 
ultimately its sales. Another Young and Rubicam document stated this principle even more 
explicitly: 
 
Publicity for The Rath Packing Company’s fiftieth anniversary […] would serve to 
establish the age and reliability of the company in the mind of the general public and 
thereby increase its prestige. […] At the present time, the name ‘Rath’ on meat products 
may signify little or nothing to housewives who have never used those products. It is just 
another brand name. They know nothing of the company or its history. Following the 
anniversary publicity, however, the name ‘Rath’ would signify a company that has been 
in business for fifty years – and therefore must manufacture quality products – to all 
housewives who see the news stories about the anniversary. The products of the company 





Just like the events of the anniversary week, Waterloo Packer came into being ostensibly to 
commemorate and celebrate the Rath Company, but its more important role was to reflect 
attention back onto the company. In celebrating Rath, Waterloo Packer and the other anniversary 
events made the company seem like an entity worth celebrating. The Rath Company clearly 
regarded the institutional book as the most important and substantial of its anniversary 
endeavours. Of the roughly fifty thousand dollars the company spent overall on the anniversary 
celebration, just over nineteen thousand dollars, or about thirty-six percent of the budget, went 
on the production of Waterloo Packer – the single largest line item in the anniversary celebration 
expenditures. By comparison, the entertainment program, which ran several times during the 
anniversary week, cost a total $14,964.53, or twenty-eight per cent of the budget; and the 
participation of the Meskwaki Nation cost a total of $563.44, or just over one per cent of the total 
budget.22 
Correspondence between Young and Rubicam staff and Rath executives indicates that 
issuing such a publication would be an unusual move by a corporation but not unprecedented. In 
a lengthy communication about the proposed book, Young and Rubicam Vice President D. G. 
Schneider wrote to Rath Advertising Manager Byron Benson that the institutional book would be 
an ‘unconventional’ choice, but that Young and Rubicam did have experience with similar 
projects.23 Indeed, in conceiving the publication Young and Rubicam executives first approached 
a journalist named F. Lawrence Babcock who was known for producing just such ‘industrial 
biographies’ on contract for various corporations.24 While Babcock himself ultimately did not 
participate in the production of Waterloo Packer, it was in part after the model of his work for 
other corporations that the Rath book was conceived.25 
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Indeed, Babcock’s corporate publications released between 1930 and 1941 follow a 
trajectory much like that of the popular presses overall, incorporating more photographs and 
deploying increasingly sophisticated layouts. In his 1931 book Spanning the Atlantic: The 
History of the Cunard Line, text dominates with just two dozen or so print illustrations 
interleaved throughout the book’s one hundred and fifty pages.26 The illustrations offer little 
meaningful contribution to the content of the book, functioning largely to break up the monotony 
of the text. In 1938 his company, F. Lawrence Babcock Associates, produced a slim book titled 
Measuring Invisibles to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Weston Electrical 
Instrument Corporation.27 Though still heavier in text than images, the book incorporates 
photographs, sometimes two or three at a time, on nearly every page. The photographs generally 
appear within the same two-page spread as the text they illustrate; and many pictures also have 
their own captions, separate from the main text, that further augment their capacity to carry 
significant meaning.  
The following year Babcock produced The First Fifty, 1889–1939 for Standard Oil. 
Incorporating photographs by ‘Robert Yarnell Ritchie, Torkel Korling, Cy La Tour, and others’, 
the text explicitly cites picture presses like Life magazine as a model, noting that ‘the reader who 
has acquired the habit of the picture magazines’ will encounter photographs accompanied by 
‘long captions [explaining] how things are done’.28  Photographs are deployed liberally and 
cleverly with an eye to the integration of text and image. On one page the smokestacks of an oil 
refinery project beyond the grey background of the picture itself and into the white of the page, 
with the text printed around and between them.29 In the centre of the book, a five-page section 
titled ‘Album: When S.O. was a Child’ makes use of historic images from the company’s past 
printed at angles on the page, as though laid into a handmade photo album complete with printed 
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black ‘mounting corners’ and cursive script captions.30 Although clearly sponsored and produced 
by Standard Oil, the book does not read like a company advertisement but rather like an attempt 
by an outside party to educate the public about the company’s accomplishments.31 
Within the meatpacking industry itself there was also precedent for the idea of a 
summative or commemorative publication. Swift and Company had begun producing annual 
publications for broad distribution by 1899. That year’s Swift Illustrated incorporates 
lithographic illustrations alongside textual descriptions of the company’s operations.32 The 
images and texts do not generally work in concert. While the text begins with a discussion of the 
meatpacking industry as a whole before focusing on Swift’s own productions, images run a 
gamut in just a few pages from pictures of Chicago’s Union Stockyards to cowboys on Western 
rangeland to an image of lard being packed. Pictures occupy the margins and even the corners of 
pages, and sometimes have their own captions independent of the main text. An image of sheep 
in a grassy field, arrayed in a triangular shape at the corner of a page, bears the caption beneath 
‘It is so soon that I am done for, / I wonder what I was begun for’ (figure 9).33 This poetic 
frankness about the realities of slaughter characterises much of the text in Swift’s subsequent 
Year Books as well.34 
By the 1930s Swift sometimes incorporated photography in its Year Books, making it a 
relatively early adopter of the medium.35 Another of its publications, The Meat Packing Industry 
(1934), includes photographs on nearly every page where they assist in recounting the story of 
the industry and the company’s role in its rise.36 As a small pamphlet the publication generally 
has space for just a single image on each page with the text arranged below. Although the text 
reads as continuous from page to page, within each page text and image relate directly to one 
another. The publication follows a logical trajectory, beginning with a description of the Union 
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Stockyards and then moving to discussion of the operations within the plant itself. The latter 
section begins with hogs and pork, focusing in particular on Swift’s branded ham, bacon, and 
sausage, which function as ‘showpiece’ products, then briefly addresses lamb and beef followed 
by the company’s branded byproducts: margarine, mayonnaise, detergents, and the like. 
Emphasis throughout is on the cleanliness and professionalism of Swift’s facilities. Photographs 
are composed with an eye to clarity. When workers are shown, the individuals generally seem to 
know they are being photographed, standing upright and sometimes rather stiffly – enacting 
work rather than actually working (figure 10). This pamphlet concludes by touting the 
company’s rapport with and treatment of its workers, with images of the physician’s office, the 
credit union, and training assemblies. For its fiftieth anniversary Year Book in 1935, however, 
Swift turned away from photography, opting to use paintings of scenes relevant to the cattle 
industry as illustrations and deploying photographs only for portraits of its current leadership. If 
photography bespoke the present and future, Swift turned for its anniversary publication to more 
traditional media to honour the past.37 
Armour and Company, another major meatpacking firm, was less prolific in its 
production of printed matter. Nonetheless, its 1921 pamphlet, simply titled Armour and 
Company 1921, is a carefully considered tract designed to argue the importance of the 
meatpacking industry to the American economy and the necessity for unregulated commerce.38  
A brief text on the first page reads in part, ‘In [this booklet] an honest effort has been made to set 
forth the salient facts about this great industry. […] We proclaim the right of the public to know 
and our willingness to tell’.39 The booklet’s stated dedication to a factual account, however, did 
not mean it incorporated photographs. Instead, the publication deploys elaborate allegorical 
illustrations to argue its various points.  Accompanying the text quoted above, for instance, is an 
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illustration by Herbert Johnson depicting a knight on a horse labeled ‘Truth’, jousting at a 
fortress dubbed ‘Prejudice and Misunderstanding’ (figure 11). In the middle of the booklet, the 
largest and most elaborate illustration depicts a truck labeled ‘Food Supply’ driving through a 
gamut of oppositional forces: snarling dogs labeled ‘Bolshevism’ and ‘muckraking’; a ‘half-
baked economist’ with a slingshot; explosives in the road labeled ‘politics’ and ‘labor unrest’ 
being lit by a figure with a flag reading ‘radical agitation’, and so on (figure 12). Despite the 
booklet’s professed desire to present the truth about the meatpacking industry, its illustrations are 
patent propaganda accompanying an equally partisan text. 
Waterloo Packer was designed with these industrial biographies and meat industry 
precedents in mind, but was always intended to stand apart. In appearance, layout, and even size, 
the book would deliberately recall Life magazine. In early correspondence, the Young and 
Rubicam advertising consultants explained to Rath management that the proposed publication 
would be ‘Life-like’, in that it would ‘emulate Life in telling our story with pictures, 
supplemented by just enough text matter to interpret the illustration to the reader from the Rath 
viewpoint’.40 Through its implicitly capitalist photo-essays, Life sold consumption itself as 
patriotic. In the later 1930s Life was also, as Sheila Webb has demonstrated, codifying an image 
of America itself as grounded in the notion of the rural, ‘the bedrock of American heritage’.41 It 
is no wonder that Young and Rubicam, already hyper-aware of the psychology of selling, would 
select Life as the model for the Rath Company’s institutional book. From the magazine’s 
inception, Young and Rubicam executives had seen it not only as an outlet in which to place 
advertising, but as a model to adapt and deploy within advertisements themselves.42 The 
magazine had done much of the work for them already, lionising the company’s Midwestern 
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location as uniquely American and establishing a snappy, innovative layout easily coopted to 
disguise marketing as narrative. 
To ensure the Rath publication’s quality, Young and Rubicam staff suggested the use of 
the same printing company responsible for Life magazine (although it is not clear whether or not 
Rath followed this advice).43 Young and Rubicam also solicited suggestions of writers and 
photographers from the staff of Life magazine, as well as from Fortune and Time – two other 
magazines that were also experimenting with the photo-essay format at the time. This solicitation 
process led them to Babcock and to the writing team of Geoffrey Parsons and Robert Yoder who 
ultimately took the commission; and it was Babcock who in turn directed them to the 
photographer Torkel Korling. Parsons, Yoder, and Korling were all Chicago-based: Parsons 
worked as Chicago correspondent for the New York Herald-Tribune, Yoder for the Chicago 
Daily News, and both wrote – sometimes separately and sometimes as a team – for the Saturday 
Evening Post. 
As for Torkel Korling, an executive at Young and Rubicam wrote to a staff member at 
Rath that the photographer was ‘what might be called a documentary photographer. That is, he 
specializes in pictures that tell a story, not just portraits or snappy compositions’.44 Korling had 
contributed photographs to Babcock’s Standard Oil commemorative book. He also understood 
the photo-essay format well, having worked on assignment for Life magazine. For his best 
known Life assignment, Korling photographed the new headquarters, designed by Frank Lloyd 
Wright, of S. C. Johnson and Son in Racine, Wisconsin. The photographs showcased the 
building’s famed structural and architectural innovations.45 Korling’s other Life assignments, 
both before and after his work for Rath, often took advantage of his aptitude for depicting 
industrial spaces and structures.46 
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The production of Waterloo Packer was carefully choreographed. For instance, although 
Rath executives were cautioned when hiring Parsons and Yoder that the men were journalists 
and Rath should not expect them to write a puff piece, much of the book’s text derives from 
reports and interviews compiled by Torrey Stearns of the publicity agency Young and 
Rubicam.47 Stearns, for instance, interviewed Plant Superintendent Jack Morris who is quoted a 
number of times throughout the book; and it was to Stearns – not to Parsons and Yoder – that 
Morris said ‘Good meat brags on itself’ – a quote featured in Waterloo Packer’s discussion of 
bacon smoking. Likewise, many of the other interesting facts that Parsons and Yoder delineate – 
such as a proposal by one scientist to minimise stress and maximise flavour in meat animals by 
killing them in their sleep – are also sourced from Stearns’s interviews with plant managers and 
executives.48 Indeed, so much of the text derives from these sources that it is not clear whether or 
not Parsons and Yoder even visited the Rath plant. 
Korling, of course, did have to come to Waterloo to make his photographs. In addition to 
his pay, Rath covered his expenses for about two weeks’ worth of on-site work. In agreeing to 
take the commission, Korling noted that if he were to conform to the expected timeline he would 
need full and unfettered access to all areas of the plant – a request the company readily granted.49 
But here, too, the work was more choreographed than it appears. Young and Rubicam 
consultants prepared a shooting script and outline for the photographer, listing one hundred shots 
he ought to make.50 Divided into sections labeled ‘A. Farm Scenes’, ‘B. Exterior Plant Views’, 
and so on, the list includes directives such as these from a section labeled ‘C. Livestock 
Department’:  
1. Close up of tower 
2. Truck unloading 
3. Rail car livestock unloading 
4. Hog backs 
 16 
5. 2 pens with men – hogs 
6. Exterior of hog hotel 
7. Interior of hog hotel 
8. Action shot of hog shower bath 
9. Hotel ramp shot – looking down on hogs coming up 
10. Cattle pens 
11. Sheep runway.51 
 
While the finished book contains only about sixty pictures, most can be matched to one of the 
descriptions provided on the list, indicating that the commissioned photographer proceeded with 
these directions in hand. The photographer and writers therefore acted more as hired technicians 
than as independent operators in creating the content of Waterloo Packer. The book constitutes 
the company’s own best effort at representing itself. 
The Rath Company exerted full control over the book in draft stages as well. Indeed, 
although Vice President and Head of Sales R. A. Rath and Advertising Manager Benson had 
been responsible for most of the other anniversary preparations, company president J. W. Rath 
edited copy and suggested changes to the institutional book himself.52 Some of the changes were 
minor or editorial, but others were more substantive. He concerned himself in particular with the 
Rath Company’s public image. Although in 1941 Rath was a national corporation with 
significant overseas trade, the company presents itself throughout the book as grounded in the 
landscape and culture of Iowa – an image J. W. Rath sought to reinforce with some of his 
proposed edits. 
As noted previously, the book opens with images of Iowa farms, then shows Iowa 
farmers loading their livestock for transport to the Waterloo plant. In another photograph the 
same farmers stand outside the plant, waiting to receive payment for their hogs (figure 4).  In this 
overall context, the latter photograph implies that local people and local communities benefit 
directly from the trade the plant has brought to the region, with the money the company pays out 
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for livestock going directly back into local economies. Although the reader sees railroad tracks in 
an image of the ‘hog hotel’, neither the text nor the photographs directly address rail transfer of 
live animals, despite the fact that forty percent of the hogs slaughtered in the plant were 
transported by train.53 Throughout the publication the Rath Company shows itself as a large and 
growing facility and company, but text and pictures balance this sense of size with a folksy, 
neighbourly grounding in the local. 
This also explains why, when editing captions for one spread showing live hogs, J. W. 
Rath directed that the phrase ‘These sleek Hampshires’ – a hog breed originating in England – be 
replaced by the words ‘These sleek Iowa hogs’, in order to ground the text in the land and culture 
of Iowa and erase any hint of foreignness (figure 3, top right image). He also requested that a 
photograph in the draft version of the same spread be changed because the hogs depicted in it 
looked ‘rough and raw-boned’. In its place, another photograph showing fatter, sleeker hogs was 
inserted, thus minimising the possibility that a reader might come to view Iowa – and Rath itself 
– as anything other than polished, modern, and prosperous.54 Though hardly experienced as a 
photo editor in the vein of the editors of Life, J. W. Rath possessed an innate sense of the subtle 
but powerful influence that the text/image combination could exercise.    
Another of his editing requests came in the section of the draft describing the company’s 
history and growth. In the draft, the authors wrote that the company’s recent growth had 
necessitated expansion of its facilities, including construction of a new ‘beef kill’ – the term 
referring to the area of the packinghouse where the equipment for slaughter and disassembly are 
configured to accommodate cattle. J. W. Rath directed that the phrase read instead ‘new beef 
killing building’. Notably, his objection was not to the frankness of the term ‘beef kill’ – he saw 
no need to euphemise – but rather to a lack of clarity: he seems to have requested the change to 
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make it clear to a layperson that the company’s rapid expansion required the construction of an 
entire new building, and not simply the renovation of an existing structure. 
Company executives also paid careful attention to the image of Rath’s workforce.  
Superficially, the book presents labour in a positive and respectful light. Photographs aggrandise 
and heroise workers, and captions laud the workers’ skill. In a spread showing hog dressing, one 
caption asserts that ‘The splitter’s job is one for Dead-eye Dick’, since he must cut a moving 
carcass in half. Other images in the same spread convey elements of nobility and risk even where 
the work is largely mechanised: men wield or stand next to enormous, spinning blades, feeding 
carcasses into them with determined faces (figure 5). Where less skilled labour appears – as in an 
overhead photograph of the massive ‘cut floor’, depicting workers who make one single cut hour 
after hour, day after day – the accompanying text simply shifts emphasis to some other detail, 
such as the scale of the workforce or the efficiency of the disassembly process (figure 6, left 
image). 
In pictures that depict female workers, notably in the cut room and in the bacon slicing 
and wrapping room, the women appear skillful and deft but servile to their male counterparts. In 
the overhead picture of the cut room, women make up a secondary line, sorting the trimmings 
that come down from the all-male workforce at the cutting tables. In the bacon rooms, women in 
spotless white coats and hats portion, weigh, and wrap the bacon while male workers stand in the 
background, overseeing or operating machinery (figure 7). Many of the women in the 
photographs wear makeup and have their hair nicely coiffed.55 Meatpacking labour here upholds 
rather than upends the social contract; the pictures assure readers that even within the 
packinghouse’s mixed gender labour force, proper male/female hierarchies persist. 
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The Rath company’s sizeable nonwhite labour force, however, appears almost nowhere 
in Waterloo Packer. In the publication, the labour of nonwhite workers appears of marginal 
importance, where it appears at all. Just one picture, in which a flubberlike layer of tar is pulled 
from a pig carcass to strip it of hair, even shows African-American workers (figure 5, left 
image). Both men work right alongside a white worker and appear to perform the very same job, 
but one stands far in the background and the other very close to the camera with his back turned 
– both marginalised by comparison with the white worker in the middle ground. ‘All hogs are 
white hogs once they come out of the resin bath’, reads a text in this layout. The whole of 
Waterloo Packer performs a similar operation on its own workforce: within its pages, all workers 
are white workers. 
In truth, the workforce at the Waterloo plant was about seven percent African-American 
in the early 1940s – a percentage that rose over the course of the decade as the African-American 
population of Waterloo increased.56 The whitewashing of the workforce in the pages of Waterloo 
Packer was almost certainly deliberate. Other unpublished photographs in the Rath Company’s 
archives reveal a different vision of its workforce. The archived photographs carry no dating or 
attribution, but appear to come from around the same time period as Waterloo Packer. These 
pictures show the extent of racial integration of the packinghouse workforce. Some images, for 
instance, depict African-American women working alongside white women in the processed 
meat division. Others show African-American men labouring alongside white men to eviscerate 
cattle carcasses and to remove and handle the valuable cattle hides. The latter type of work in 
particular, slaughtering and dressing, could be the most difficult and dangerous in the plant, but 
because such jobs required advanced skill they were also among the highest paid and hence the 
most desirable.57 The company valued the labour of individual nonwhite workers enough to 
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place them in key positions, but memorialising their labour in the pages of Waterloo Packer was 
another question. Similarly, despite ongoing tension between Rath and its labour force, in 
Waterloo Packer the company presented its relationship with its workers as one of pure 
harmony.58 Within the book’s pages, labour and management work together to generate a safe 
food supply for the American population, advancing in the process the causes of modernisation 
and industrialisation. 
Within Waterloo Packer there is similar manipulation of meaning in the layout focusing 
on the hog hotel (figure 4). Rath company employees and executives had tremendous pride in 
this structure and in what it represented. In interviews conducted by Stearns of Young and 
Rubicam – documents that then became Parsons and Yoder’s primary sources of information for 
the text of Waterloo Packer – multiple respondents mentioned this structure as a central symbol 
of Rath’s modernity and prosperity. Hog buyer Bert Hoffmann talked of how much better it was 
to warehouse the hogs indoors than outdoors, where overheating could sicken them and reduce 
the quality of their meat.59 Vice President and Head of Sales R. A. Rath touted it as key to the 
quality of the company’s pork, because it enabled the hogs to rest in a sheltered environment 
prior to slaughter, drastically reducing their stress and thus improving their meat.60 He and other 
employees clearly believed that the hog hotel stood as a symbol of the company’s forward 
thinking embrace of the latest scientific research. Indeed, that the company needed to warehouse 
so many hogs demonstrated not only its own success but that of large scale slaughter and even of 
capitalism itself, with its promises of abundance and surplus. 
As such, in editing the manuscript, J. W. Rath paid particular attention to the way 
Waterloo Packer presented the hog hotel. Originally, Parsons and Yoder’s draft text for this 
layout, aiming for an inappropriate lightheartedness, read: 
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The Waterloo plant […] takes many steps to insure that its livestock awaits slaughter in 
comfort and ease. On hot days [… ] grunting guests at Hog Hotel get a shower from 
overhead sprinklers. […] As hotels go, however, it has several faults. The food is bad, for 
the hogs are given water, but no food at all, their last day. Furthermore, this is a hotel 
where no guest ever returns.61 
   
Unsurprisingly, J. W. Rath struck much of this text during editing and requested a substantial 
rewrite. The revised text downplayed the animals’ ultimate transfer from the pens to the 
slaughterhouse, working in conjunction with the accompanying photographs to present the hog 
hotel as a place designed to soothe and comfort the hogs:   
 
No mere frill, the hog hotel serves two purposes. It keeps the hogs quiet while they wait 
for slaughter, making sure they go to the killing room rested and fresh, and serves as a 
warehouse where the plant can store two days’ supply of live pork. […] The Waterloo 
plant […] takes many steps to insure that its livestock awaits slaughter in comfort and 
ease. Easy ramps lead from one floor to another, there is ample space, and […] on hot 
days, when Iowa is sweltering in a heat wave, grunting guests in Hog Hotel get a shower 
from overhead sprinklers.62 
 
This spread, including Korling’s photograph of hogs massed under a shower of water, 
was designed to highlight the Rath company’s concern for porcine wellbeing as it might affect 
the quality of their final product. But such emphasis on the warehousing of doomed bodies has 
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grimmer associations, as well.  As historian Siegfried Giedion pointed out just seven years later 
in his landmark study Mechanization Takes Command (1948), the mass slaughter of animals and 
the mass slaughter of humans were not unrelated. After touring several American 
slaughterhouses, Giedion wrote: 
 
What is truly startling in this mass transition from life to death is the complete neutrality 
of the act. One does not experience, one does not feel; one merely observes. […] Has this 
neutrality toward death had any further effect upon us? This broader influence does not 
have to appear in the land that evolved mechanized killing, or even at the time the 
methods came about. This neutrality toward death may be lodged deep in the roots of our 
time. It did not bare itself on a large scale until the War, when whole populations, as 
defenseless as the animals hooked head downwards on the traveling chain, were 
obliterated with trained neutrality.63 
 
The Rath Company endeavoured to memorialise its contributions to American industrial culture, 
to create a picture of itself and its workforce that matched the image white America had of itself 
at midcentury, but it could not anticipate how history’s vicissitudes would indelibly alter 
interpretation of these images, recalling not animal slaughter but rather the mass murder of 
human beings. 
At the time, however, the book did for Rath just what the company had hoped it would 
do, increasing its prestige and name recognition. All told, Rath distributed about fifty thousand 
copies of Waterloo Packer free of charge. Every employee of the company, including kill and 
cut floor workers and office staff, received a copy; some were given to shareholders, local 
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businesspeople, politicians, and newspaper reporters. Quite a few were also sent to the heads of 
other meatpacking and food production companies and industry organisations; distribution lists 
include executives at Oscar Mayer, Hormel, Armour, Swift, Cudahy, Kraft, and the American 
Meat Institute, an industry organisation.64 Rath salesmen distributed the most copies: each 
regional sales representative, of whom the Rath Company had hundreds nationwide, received a 
box of copies of the book and a blank form on which to list the names and addresses of the 
people to whom they gave the book.65 Recipients included staff at grocery stores, markets, 
butcher shops, and other outlets.66 Further, salesmen were instructed to deliver the book to their 
customers’ residences whenever possible, which would permit them to maximise the audience 
for the publication: ‘meet your customer away from business, […] meet his family and […] 
make sure that this brochure [reaches] his home’.67 
In this manner, Waterloo Packer achieved broad distribution, helping the company to 
realise its goal of soft selling itself and its products. One salesman wrote that his customers: 
 
seemed supprised [sic] to see such a nice clean place for a packing house. Another thing 
that quite a number were supprised [sic] by was the size of our Plant and the number of 
animals we can kill. I think quite a number of my accts just thought of Rath Packing Co. 
as another packing house never realizing that Rath has one of the largest and most 
modern Packing Plants in the world. It was really interesting to hand the book the the 
[sic] customer and go through it with him & I am sure it will help in many ways.68 
 
Congratulatory notes from executives at other food and meatpacking companies show these 
recipients were impressed by the publication and understood its objectives. An executive at the 
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Kraft Cheese Company noted that the booklet made him nostalgic for his childhood upbringing 
on a farm; and one member of the public relations department at the Swift meatpacking company 
wrote that the format was ‘a la Life’, apprehending that the magazine had inspired the Rath 
publication.69 
Although other companies had printed anniversary books for their own corporate 
birthdays, no other institutional book up to that point had so thoroughly embraced the photo-
essay format that Life magazine modeled. Waterloo Packer did so, and with success. But as it 
embraced the format, so it also adopted other aspects of the magazine’s vision, including Life’s 
tendency to ‘[leave] out blacks (and other nonwhite races/ethnicities) and the poor’ even at the 
expense of misrepresenting Rath’s diverse workforce and eliminating any sense of the vitality of 
its labour organisations.70 In Waterloo Packer as in other corporate publications, workers are 
presented not as independent social actors but as instruments functioning in service of company 
aims.71 Where Life, as a newsmagazine, tended to propagandise on behalf of American values, 
Waterloo Packer functioned as out-and-out promotion, advertising disguised as news. In its 
pages, documentary photography and journalistic text became mere styles of representation, 
bringing to advertising the ring of truth. Through the book, Rath instrumentalised its workforce 
and turned the work of industrial scale slaughter into a celebration of homespun capitalism. It 
deployed the photo-essay format not in the name of transparency but rather in successful service 
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